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The Military Ethic in an Age of Nihilism
DR JAMES H. TONER

ALTHOUGH THAT title is pompous,
it tells you exactly what I plan to tell
you.  An ethic is a body of moral
principles or values governing or

distinctive of a group.  Almost any group—a
collection of ministers or mechanics,  a ma-
fia—can, and often does, have an ethic.  Here I
do not write about ministers or mechanics or
mafia but about the military. 1  Ferdinand Foch
(1851–1929), the French general, once asked
this question of war:  “ De quoi s’agit-il?”  What
is it all about?  What is its end, its purpose?  In a
similar vein, the English  writer C. S. Lewis



(1898–1963) once contended that “the first
qualification for judging any  [thing] . . . from a
corkscrew to a cathedral is to know what it
is—what it was intended to do and how it was
meant to be used.”  What values or morals gov -
ern or are distinctive of a professional military
group?

I think we could trace through rather a large
number of such values—a sense of  honor and
duty, a spirit of patriotism and self-sacrifice, an
awareness of tradition, and a feeling of loyalty
to seniors and su bordinates who similarly share
one’s treasury of values.  But surely that is not
enough.  Those very same values might be
found—one hopes they would be found—in, say,
the diplomatic corps or even in our country’s ex -
ecutives, legislators, and judges.  Something
must set the military professional apart —some-
thing truly unique and therefore clearly distin -
guishing.

Tired though we are with the
statistics of nihilism swirling about

us, the terrible truth is that so
many of our countrymen essentially

believe—in nothing.

I venture to say, with Gen Sir John Hackett,  that
what finally segregates you from so  many oth-
ers with whom, in many other ways, you might
share high values is precisely  this:  you guard our
country and our way of life, and you are pre -
pared to die in our  defense.  But more—in
guarding our country and our way of life, you
are also prepared,  either directly or indirectly,
to kill in our  defense.  Yours is a contract con -
ceivably involving death—either yours or our
country’s enemies’.  Your contract thus contains,
as Hackett puts it, the “clause of unlimited  li-
ability.”2  That, simply put, is your ethic , the
military ethic, the profession of arms.

Nihilism, from the Latin “nihil” (“nothing”) ,
means belief—in nothing.  It refers to the entire
rejection of established beliefs—as in religion,
morals, government, and laws.  I will spare you a

lengthy list of sorrowful contemplations about
the moral state of our society today.  But the
point must, nonetheless, be made, as it has been
recently by William Bennett:

[From 1960 to 1990] there has been more than a
500 percent increase in violent crime; more than a
400 percent increase in illegitimate births; a tripling
in the teenage suicide rate; a doubling in the
divorce rate; and a drop of almost 75 points in SAT
scores.  Modern-day social pathologies have gotten
worse. . . .  [O]ur society now places less value than
before on what we owe others as a matter of moral
obligation; less value on sacrifice as a moral good;
less value on social conformity, respectability, and
observing the rules; and less value on correctness
and restraint in matters of physical pleasure and
sexuality.  Higher value is now placed on things
like self-expression, individualism, self-realization,
and personal choice.3

We have all been endlessly subjected to
doom-and-gloom preachers, prophets, and pun -
dits who cite mournful statistics about drugs,
drink, and divorce; about homicide or rape; about
illiteracy or abortion.  We tire of such tirades and
jeremiads, for we know that such complaints
about our country are so often intended solely to
serve narrow personal, political, or sectarian
ends.  Tired though we are with the statistics of
nihilism swirling about us, the terrible truth is
that so many of our countrymen essentially be -
lieve—in nothing.  In evidence of that claim, I
submit the lyrics of so many popular songs, the
messages of so many contemporary TV shows
and movies, the failure of so many American
educational enterprises from grade school to
graduate school.  The list, I am afraid, could eas -
ily be lengthened.  

You who wear the uniform practice your pro -
fession among many millions who do not know
and do not care, and the “way of life” in defense
of which you are now ready to kill and die is un -
der assault as never before in the history of our
country.  The people doing the assaulting are not
Germans or North Koreans or North Vietnamese
or even Iraqis—but Americans themselves.  The
military ethic in an age of nihilism:  the knights
in shining armor still exist, but few can hear them
over the sounds of the orgy.
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Gallant suggests something noble, valiant,
brave, and heroic.  Your profession insists upon
gallantry, not sometimes, not just in combat, but
always—in or out of uniform—over the skies of
Iraq and in the corridors of hotels.  You are dis -
tinctive too, in that your oath—a curiously me -
dieval term with a powerful modern
impact—obliges you to support and defend the
Constitution of the United States against all ene -
mies, foreign and domestic.  Such gallantry and
such promises suggest the biological term ata-
vism—the reappearance in a plant or animal of
characteristics of some remote ancestor that have
been absent in intervening generations.

The remote ancestors that I talk about are our
forebears from the time, generally, of the Civil
War (1861–65) through, perhaps, World War II
(ending in 1945).  I would argue that a
post–World War II emphasis on materialism,
from which none of us has wholly escaped, gave
rise to, or at least has surely coexisted with, a de -
cline in those same moral, ethical, or spiritual
values that so often marked the daily conversa -
tions of ordinary Americans whom we know as
our great-grandfathers.  We could certainly argue
about the extent to which America lapsed into a
spiritual decline in the late 1940s and through the
1950s, but I suspect that few of us—whether
from the left or right of the political spec -
trum—would debate long whether America went
into a moral decline in the 1960s and 1970s.  I
would assert that the latter trend has continued
through the 1980s and into this decade.

In 1955 Walter Lippmann wrote a superb
book entitled Essays in the Public Philosophy.  In
it, he deplores a declining sense of civic virtue.
Lippmann eloquently discusses the sense of tradi -
tion and the sense of common purpose that
link—or ought to link—all of us to our country.
Lippmann quotes Edmund Burke (1729–97),
who once described the bindings that secure a
man to his country as “ties which though light as
air are as strong as links of iron.”  “That,”
Lippmann says, “is why young men die in battle
for their country’s sake and why old men plant
trees they will never sit under.” 4

In the military, Article 133 of the Uni-
form Code of Military Justice still ex-
ists, but one must wonder how long it
will endure . . . .

Forty years after Lippmann comes Zbigniew
Brzezinski, long-time professor at Columbia and
President Jimmy Carter’s national security ad -
viser, to tell us that the spirit of public service, ill
by 1955, has now practically flat-lined.  In his
1993 book Out of Control, Brzezinski terms
American society a “permissive cornucopia,
[which] involves essentially a society in which
the progressive decline in the centrality of moral
criteria is matched by heightened preoccupation
with material and sensual self-gratification. . . .
The combination of the erosion of moral criteria
in defining personal conduct with the emphasis
on material goods results both in permissiveness
on the level of action and in material greed on the
level of motivation.” 5

Brzezinski points out that the notion of free -
dom used to be understood in the context of citi -
zenship—our rights were seen in a context of
citizenship in which duties preserved rights and
rights fostered a sense of duty.  Today, Brzezin -
ski tells us, “civic freedom is divorced from . . .
civic responsibility” (emphasis in original). 6

I agree with Brzezinski, but I do not choose to
quote statistics here to support his thesis.  Rather,
I ask you to listen to the words, to the sentiment,
of a Rhode Islander—a man I suspect that many
of you have come, in a manner of speaking, to
know.  His gallantry, profession, and sacrifice are
exactly what you are about.  His qualities tell you
why your subordinates salute you and respect
you as “sir” or “ma’am.”  On 14 July 1861—a
week before the battle of Bull Run—Sullivan
Ballou, a major in the Second Rhode Island vol -
unteers, then in Washington, D.C., wrote home to
his wife in Smithfield:  
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My very dear Sarah:

The indications are very strong that we shall move
in a few days—perhaps tomorrow.  Lest I should
not be able to write again, I feel impelled to write a
few lines that may fall under your eye when I shall
be no more. . . .

I have no misgivings about, or lack of confidence  in
the cause in which I am engaged, and my courage
does not halt or falter.  I know how strongly
American Civilization now leans on the triumph
of the Government, and how great a debt we owe
to those who went before us through the blood and
sufferings of the Revolution.  And I am
willing—perfectly willing— to lay down all my
joys in this life to help maintain this
Government, and to pay that debt . . . .

Sarah, my love for you is deathless, [and] it seems
to bind me with mighty cables that nothing but
Omnipotence could break; and yet my love of
Country comes over me like a strong wind and
bears me irresistibly on with all these chains to the
battle field.  

The memories of the blissful moments I have spent
with you come creeping over me, and I feel most
gratified to God and you that I have enjoyed them
for so long.  And hard it is for me to give them up
and burn to ashes the hopes of future years, when,
God willing, we might still have lived and loved
together, and seen our sons grown up to honorable
manhood around us. . . .  If I do not [return], my
dear Sarah, never forget how much I love you, and
when my last breath escapes me on the battle field,
it will whisper your name.  Forgive my many
faults, and the many pains I have caused you.  How
thoughtless and foolish I have often times been!
How gladly would I wash out with my tears every
little spot upon your happiness. . . .  

But, O Sarah!  If the dead can come back to this
earth and flit unseen around those they loved, I
shall always be near you; in the gladdest days and
in the darkest nights . . . always, always, and if
there be a soft breeze upon your cheek, it shall be
my breath, as the cool air fans your throbbing
temple, it shall be my spirit passing by.  Sarah, do
not mourn me dead; think I am gone and wait for
[me], for we shall meet again.7

Major Ballou was killed at the first battle of Bull
Run.

Here, then, is my thesis:  The military ethic
can and must serve as a source of  moral refresh-
ment8 in an age which so often finds that mili -
tary ethic and even Major  Ballou to be objects
of ridicule, for the gal lantry of your profession
and of Sullivan Ballou are not understandable in
crack houses, among the impoverished, or among
the lifestyles of the rich and famous.  Today, I
often despair of some clergymen and of some cults ,
and I regard universities with increasing  dis-
dain.  If I am at all correct and moral squalor be -
gan in the late 1940s to keep pace with economic
affluence, then I think the profession of arms is
one of the very few  institutions that can remind us
of those values which impart noble purpose to
life.  Thus, the military ethic is a gallant ata -
vism in a nihilistic and materialistic age. 9

The belief in our time that there is no  com-
mon good, no universal reason, is what Alasdair
MacIntyre of Notre Dame calls “the privatization
of the good.”10  If politics is merely the will of the
strongest or the victory  of the most popular, then
increasingly we have not good law but the tri -
umphant legislation of some pressure group’s
special advantage. Public recognition today
seems to depend much less on reason and much
more upon shock value, foul language, and  re-
peated assaults on the standards of decency most
of our grandparents accepted as  “civilized be-
havior.”  Why, after all, can’t I say what I please?
Why can’t I make love in public if I choose?  I do
not lie or cheat; I “get over.”  I do not steal; I rip
off.  There is no common good—only my good.
I do and say whatever I please—unless I am
caught.  Some people, even those learning your
ethic, are caught doing what many of our fore -
bears would have called shameful.

As Josiah Bunting, former Army officer  and
author of the Vietnam novel The Lionheads, re-
cently wrote,

Those who cheat at Annapolis cheat because our
culture and society reward academic achievement
and competition—reward and exalt it—and are
not able to educate young people not to cheat. . . .
The ultimate measurements of  intellectual fitness
for the naval profession, of a vocation to serve, and
of the necessary character to lead sailors and
marines in harm’s way are never the kinds that can
be counterfeited.
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Bunting contends that the education which pro-
duces ensigns and second  lieutenants should ingrain
the “rich and deep culture of patriotism, love of
service, self-denial, military discipline and pride
in excellence of performance that go to the making
of a sustaining and lifelong devotion to the
Navy.”11

Compare that sentiment with this story.  One
college teacher of ethics, Prof Christina Hoff
Sommers of Clark University in  Worcester,
Massachusetts, points out in a recent article that,
as important as public morality is (issues such as
abortion, capital punishment, DNA research, and
the like), private morality (lying, cheating, and
stealing) is also critically important.  One of
Sommers’s colleagues criticized her for the piece,
arguing that moral people will not be common
until there are moral institutions.  Thus, the critic
planned to continue teaching  about oppression of
women, big business, multinational corporate
transgressions in the  developing world, and so on.
At the end of the semester, the critic, who was
upset, came in to see Professor Sommers.  “They
cheated on their social justice take-home fi -
nals.  They plagiarized,” she lamented.  In order
to help improve private morality, Sommers  sug-
gests implementing a three-part program in the
schools.  It involves establishing  behavior
codes that emphasize “civility, kindnes s, and
honesty”; expecting teachers to  emphasize “ci -
vility, decency, honesty and fairness”; and expos -
ing children to “reading, studying and discussing
the moral classics.” 12

An old Chinese proverb says, “You do not
use good iron to make a nail or a good man to
make a soldier.”  In fact, that notion is wholly
mistaken.  The great anguish of  military ethics
lies in this:  Human beings control the power to
kill and maim.  If those humans are evil or if they
are morally unfit, we thereby unleash a torrent of
sinister power.  Soldiers and airmen—no less
than doctors, teachers, ministers, and law -
yers—must be decent and discreet people.  But,
in anguish, we know that our professions fail us
as regularly as our schools in inculcating private
morality.  Thus do students plagiarize on an eth -
ics test!  As Sir William Francis Butler once ob -
served, “The nation that will insist on drawing a
broad line of demarcation  between the fighting

man and the thinking man is liable to find its
fighting done by fools and its thinking done by
cowards.”  We might add the corollary that the
nation that will insist on drawing a broad line of
demarcation between moral instruction and pub-
lic schooling—or between character formation
and military training—is liable to find its educa -
tional orders given by th e corrupt and its ethical
standards set by the illiterate.

It is sometimes said of mercenary men that
they know the price of everything and the value
of nothing.  All ethics is a debate about compara -
tive value.  Unless students and soldiers learn to
value wisely and well, they imperil their peers,
their mission, their service, and their country.
Saint Augustine, in book 4, section 4, of The City
of God, asks, “Justice being taken away, then,
what are kingdoms but great robberies?”  Stu -
dents of military ethics must ask, “Morality be -
ing taken away, then, what are armies but great
mobs?”  After four years at Harvard, a recent un -
dergraduate said in his graduation speech,
“Among my classmates, however, I believe that
there is one idea, one sentiment, which we have
all acquired at some point in our Harvard careers;
and that, ladies and gentlemen, is, in a word, con -
fusion.”  He went on to say, “They tell us that it
is heresy to suggest the superiority of some value,
fantasy to believe in moral argument, slavery to
submit to a judgment  sounder than your own.
The freedom of our day is the freedom to devote
ourselves to any values we please, on the mere
condition that we do not believe them to be
true.”13

It used to be true on many college campuses
that professors could be dismissed for “moral tur -
pitude.”  Not only is that notion apparently obso -
lete, it would be regarded as comical on most
campuses.  In the military, Article 133 of the
Uniform Code of Military Justice still exists, but
one must wonder how long it will endure:
“Any commissioned  officer,  cadet, or midship -
man who is convicted of conduct unbecoming an
officer and a gentleman shall be punished as a
court martial may direct.”  That might well include
such offenses as drunken or reckless driving (Ar-
ticle 111), wrongful use of controlled  substances
(Article 112a), rape and carnal knowledge (Ar -
ticle 120), larceny an d wrongful appropriation
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(Article 121), writing a bad check (Article 123a),
sodomy (Article 125), and perjury (Article 131).
But some of these appear to be old-fashioned.  Is
it time for “conduct unbecoming” to go the way
of “moral turpitude”?

“Good people aren’t always good sol-
diers, but good soldiers are

always good people.”

Prof Steven Cahn was once asked to give a
lecture on the subject of “Ethics in the Academic
World.”  When he mentioned the topic to a fac -
ulty colleague, Cahn was told, “It’ll be a short
talk.”  Cahn tells of reading a book about modern
higher education in which the author, a history
professor at a state university in the West, put it
bluntly:  “I have met few professors whom I
would hire to run a peanut stand, let alone be the
guardian of wisdom and Western civilization.” 14

According to a spate of recent books, the Ameri -
can university not only is not educating its stu -
dents, it is inflicting intellectual and moral harm
upon them.

Professor Sommers suggests that some “un -
controversial ethical truths” exist.  She says, “It is
wrong to mistreat a child, to humiliate someone,
to torment animals.  To think only of yourself, to
steal, to lie, to break promises.  And on the posi -
tive side:  It is right to be considerate and respect -
ful of others, to be charitable and generous.” 15

These are universal ethical obligations. 16  In
these days of value relativism, we must under -
stand that these obligations, these values, must be
cherished.  Absolutes, I think, exist (such as our
need to follow right reason), but they are neces -
sarily vague.

Education will not return to its proper place as
champion of high value until it can again dis-
cover virtue. 17  If all that matters,  after all, is
what one’s group believes at any one time, then
all that matters in ethics  instruction is cultural
relativism.  Every group thus determines its own
standards of right and wrong.  But we are then
ethically power less to assess Adolf Hitler’s

Germany or a  street gang’s thuggery.  If no uni -
versal standards exist for right or wrong, might
does make right; there is no profane, for there is
no sacred; there are no villains, for there are no
heroes; and as there is nothing worth  dying for,
neither is there anything worth  living for.

But how are universal ethical obligations to be
inculcated?  Such values are taught and caught.
They are taught by reading good  literature (a
good place for kids to begin is with William Ben -
nett’s Book of Virtues)18 and by having good edu -
cation.  (Consider the wonderful contribution of
Adm James B. Stockdale and Prof Joseph Bren -
nan in their superb course on the Foundations of
Moral Obligation, so long taught at the Naval
War College.)19  And such values are caught by
our being exposed to men and women who are, in
the best sense of the word,  gallant.  Good educa-
tion, as Aristotle taught, results in the habitual in -
clination to do as we ought.  Without good
education, there will be character—all bad.

These are some of the lyrics of a moving song
made famous by Roy Clark:  “Yesterday when I
was young, the taste of life was sweet as rain
upon my tongue. . . .  [S]o many happy songs
were waiting to be sung, so many wild pleasures
lay in store for me, and so much pain my dazzled
eyes refused to see.  I ran so fast that time and
youth at last ran out.  I never stopped to think
what life was all about.  And every conversation I
can now recall concerned itself with me and with
nothing else at all.”  A generation ago,  a re-
markable popular movie asked the question,
“What’s it all about, Alfie?” and a deeply  mov-
ing book by Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for
Meaning,20 suggested that power, sexual urge,
and greed do not sustain us in our darkest mo -
ments, but that purpose, faith, and conviction are
what “it’s all about.”

How striking it is to me that two men of whom
I heard so much a generation ago, when  I was in
college, died almost simultaneously a few years
ago.  Abbie Hoffman, a perpetual protestor of
yesteryear, and Col James N. Rowe, USA, for
five years a prisoner of war in Vietnam and the
author of the deeply moving  Five Years to Free-
dom,21 both died seven years ago.  (Hoffman
killed himself with alcohol and a drug overdose
on 12 April 1989; Rowe was ambushed and mur -
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dered in the Philippines on 21 April.)  For much
of their lives, one suspects—I guess one can say,
“one hopes”—they were animated by the search for
truth, which took them onto remarkably  differ-
ent paths.  No doubt, Hoffman and Rowe  suffered
from the belief that too few of their countrymen
cared enough about those causes  in which they, al -
though almost complete opposites, found mean -
ing and purpose.

In a nihilistic world in which so few  con-
temporary students and so few contemporary fac -
ulty would attempt a response to the assertion
that “Nothing is worth dying for!” I would sug -
gest that therein lies the very definition of coward -
ice.  People who can find no purpose in noble
death can find no  purpose in noble life.  They are
left rudderless on the seas of daily living.  As
Roy Clark put it in the lyrics I quoted, these peo -
ple never stop to think what life is all about.

It used to be that education was concerned
with wisdom and virtue.  I submit that the mili -
tary ethic, properly understood, is concerned ex-
actly with wisdom and virtue .  One requires
wisdom and virtue to know that when orders are
legal, as the vast majority  certainly are, they must
be carried out crisply and confidently; and one
requires wisdom and virtue to know that when
orders are illegal and unethical, their sub -
sequent obedience is wrong.

When I was an infantry officer candidate, I
learned the Army leadership principle that  I
must be “technically and tactically competent.”
One of my fellow Officer Can didate School
graduates, Lt William L. Calley,  Jr., I am sure,
learned the same principle—and applied it at My
Lai.  But Calley was an ethical cretin who never
should have been commissioned.  I don’t doubt
that Calley was trying to serve his country and
that he was doing his duty in a twisted, macabre
way.  It may very well be that Calley some how
thought himself an honorable man  and a good
soldier.  The lesson is that one must be techni -
cally, tactically, and ethically competent.

But I come now to the very heart of the mili-
tary’s organizational ethics.  To say, as  West
Point has for so many years—Duty, Honor,
Country—is, I think, not clear  enough.
Change it to Honor, which means Principle; then
Duty, which means Purpose; then Country, which

means People.  Always keep the order promi -
nently in mind.  If you get it out of order, chaos
reigns.  Genuine leaders always take good care of
their people.  Because you may have to kill and
die, you must be willing to put your people in
harm’s way—but never lightly.  Your reason
for being is mission accomplishment and
duty—call it your purpose.  If purpose or duty or
mission accomplishment is all there is, suspend
the rules, abolish the laws, and do what you must
to win at any cost.  But we know better than that.
We know that Principle—that is, honor it -
self—obliges us to devise rules of engagement
based upon the laws of war, which in turn are
based upon the moral  deposit of the ages.  Prin -
ciple, then Purpose, then People.  Or—if you pre -
fer—Honor, then Duty, then Countrymen.  

Acting with virtue thus guarantees the
greatest integrity, for it unites the best

of the past with the
test of the present and with the quest

for the future.

The people who fought the Civil War were
born largely in the 1840s.  About 100 years later,
much of that community of value s began to
erode—for a cluster of reasons.  The military pro -
fession, at its best, is concerned with service to
the national interest.  (Many soldiers, sailors,
airmen, and marines of  World War II simply
said, after the war, that they had been “in the
service.”)  Without that ethic of service, armed
services become armed mobs.  Perhaps one Latin
phrase catches the point well:  corruptio optimi
pessima—the corruption of the best is the worst.
As William Shakespeare once put it, “Lilies that
fester smell far worse than weeds.”  Thus, Adm
Hyman Rickover wrote that “morals are the quar -
rel we have with behavior.  Yet, any system of
education which does not inculcate moral values
simply furnishes the intellectual equipment
whereby men and women can better satisfy
their pride, greed, and lust.” 22
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Thus, I contend that military training and edu-
cation (from basic training and boot camp for
E-1s through “charm school” for  newly minted
0-7s) must deal with issues of wisdom and virtue,
for only that way lies the cultivation of character.
Understand that the military services are among
the only institutions in our tortured country today
where character education is seriously dis -
cussed; where racial justice is invariably the rule;
where gender equality, whenever practicable, is
increasingly realized; where “conduct unbe-
coming” really is “conduct unbecoming”;  where
protocol and etiquette—simple civility and what
used to be called common courtesy and good
manners—are expected and practiced; where pro -
gress purges some tradition and where tradition
purifies some progress; and where officers are
expected to be ladies and gentlemen.

But does that not return us, once more, to a
term of yesteryear:  ladies and gentlemen?  As
John Henry Cardinal Newman once wrote,  “Lib-
eral education makes not the Christian, not the
Catholic, but the gentleman.  It is  well to be a
gentleman.  It is well to have a cultivated intel -
lect, a delicate taste, a candid, equitable, dispas -
sionate mind, a noble and courteous bearing in
the conduct of life.” 23 In my recent book True
Faith and Allegiance, I argue that “good people
aren’t always good soldiers, but good soldiers are
always good people.” 24  As Col Anthony Hartle
of West Point writes, “Persons of strong charac -
ter are the ultimate resource for any military or -
ganization.”25

There, then, you have it.  The gallant  ata-
vism is—you.  Because of the military ethic you
preserve, Maj Sullivan Ballou is not dead.  Be -
cause of the military ethic you promulgate, Col
James Rowe is not dead.  Because  of the military
ethic you perpetuate, you will be spared the pain
of saying at the time of your death, “Every con -
versation that I can now recall concerned itself
with me and with nothing else at all.”  The mili -
tary ethic will teach you principle and purpose
and people.  It will tell you that you are in  the
service and that by guarding our country and our
way of life—by setting the right  example—you
can help restore a sense of meaning  and pur-
pose to the country you  protect.  In a remarkable
talk given at the United States Air Force Acad -

emy nearly a quarter-century ago, Gen Sir John
Hackett offered the following explanation of how
the military can serve the state:

A man can be selfish, cowardly, disloyal, false,
fleeting, perjured, and morally corrupt in a wide
variety of other ways and still be outstandingly
good in pursuits in which other imperatives bear
than those upon the fighting man.  He can be a
superb creative artist, for example, or a scientist in
the very top flight, and still be a very bad man.
What the bad man cannot be is a good sailor, or
soldier, or airman.  Military institutions thus form a
repository of moral resource that should always be a
source of strength within the state. 26

In an age of nihilism, in which too many of
our countrymen believe in nothing, you can re -
mind them of values that are eternal.  In serving
that way, you are truly professional.  What you
profess in deed and in word is the military ethic,
which, at its heart, is chivalry.  But isn’t that old-
fashioned, out-of-date, even somewhat medie -
val?  No.  In  your case, honor and duty and
self-sacrificing concern for the national interest
are most certainly not obsolete; they are profes -
sional requirements and functional impera -
tives—the coin of your realm.  When you think
in the future of the military ethic, think of the
word integrity, which, at its root, refers not sim -
ply to uprightness and honesty but to wholeness.
(An integer, for example, is  a whole number—not a
fraction.)  Acting with  integrity squares your con -
duct with the bearing of those who nobly pre -
ceded you; acting with honor puts you at one
with the heroes of the past; acting with justice en -
sures the solidarity of your profession—and thus
serves as inspired example for all of us in the Re -
public to which we pledge our allegiance.

Acting with virtue thus guarantees the greatest
integrity, for it unites the best of the past with the
test of the present and with the quest for the fu -
ture.  In his first inaugural address, Abraham
Lincoln referred to the mystic  chords of mem -
ory that bind us  solemnly together.  That is
what your professional actions do when they are
in keeping with the spirit of the military ethic:
they bind you to your brothers-in-arms long
since dead, and they bind you to your brothers-  and
sisters-in-arms for ages to come.
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